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For  over  a  century,  United  States  foreign  policy  was  guided  by  the  Monroe  doctrine. 

Then,  around  1890,  a  nascent  concept  of  American  Imperialism  was  popularized  and  served  to 
shift  foreign  policy  away  from  the  Monroe  Doctrine.'  Since  then  the  United  States  has  exercised 
many  different  forms  of  foreign  policy.  The  current  United  States  foreign  policy  as  evinced  by 
the  United  States  Secretary  of  State  proclaims  that  United  States  freedom  and  prosperity  is  linked 
to  the  freedom  and  prosperity  of  the  rest  of  the  world.  The  approach  the  United  States 
Department  of  State  uses  to  preserve  our  freedoms  and  prosperity  includes  building  and 
maintaining  international  relations  and  protecting  ourselves  and  our  allies  against  transnational 
threats.^  Given  the  existing  conditions  in  Mexico  and  the  United  States  current  approach  to 
foreign  policy  the  United  States  should  assert  its  national  powers  to  defeat  transnational  criminal 
organizations  and  help  to  improve  the  conditions  in  Mexico.  However,  before  taking  action  the 
United  States  must  clearly  articulate  the  purpose  of  why  it  is  taking  action  in  a  foreign  country. 

In  2010  there  were  more  than  15,000  people  killed  in  Mexico."'  Complicating  this  statistic 
was  the  belief  that  Mexico  is  on  the  brink  of  becoming  a  failed  state.  Several  articles  were 
published  substantiating  this  belief^  Additionally,  several  other  articles  suggested  the  existing 
conditions  in  Mexico  pose  a  significant  strategic  risk  to  the  United  States  without  elaborating  on 
the  nature  of  those  risks.  Why  do  the  existing  conditions  in  Mexico  pose  a  significant  risk  to  the 
United  States?  Answering  this  question  is  necessary  in  order  to  formulate  a  rational  strategic 
response.  Given  its  looming  debt  crisis,  it  is  imperative  that  the  United  States  develop  a  clear 
strategic  end  state  prior  to  committing  additional  resources  to  defeat  transnational  criminal 
organizations  in  the  United  States  and  Mexico. 

Should  the  United  States  employ  its  elements  of  national  powers  to  defeat  transnational 
criminal  organizations  in  Mexico?  What  is  the  objective?  Do  the  existing  conditions  in  Mexico 
coupled  with  their  proximity  equate  to  a  strategic  threat  to  the  United  States?  How  does 
Mexico’s  current  war  on  transnational  criminal  organizations  impact  the  United  States?  The 
existing  conditions  in  Mexico  should  be  of  concern  to  the  United  States  for  four  reasons:  spill 
over  violence  from  Mexico  to  the  United  States,  spread  of  corruption  within  the  United  States, 
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economic  impact  on  both  countries  Gross  National  Product  and  bad  actors  launching  attacks  on 
the  United  States  from  ungovemed  areas  in  Mexico.  Within  each  of  the  aforementioned  areas  is 
the  latent  possibility  they  will  develop  and  threaten  the  United  States  of  America’s  sovereignty. 

According  to  the  Congressional  Research  Service  there  is  no  evidence  to  confirm  the 
existence  of  significant  spillover  violence  from  Mexico  into  the  United  States.^  The  official 
definition  of  spillover  violence  is  “the  intentional  targeting  of  innocent  civilians  in  the  United 
States  or  official  United  States  government  interests  in  Mexico  or  the  United  States.”^  The  key 
word  is  “significant”  as  it  is  clear  from  the  government’s  narrow  definition  of  spillover  violence 
it  has  in  fact  occurred.  In  December  2010,  a  United  States  Border  Patrol  Agent  was  shot  and 

o 

killed  by  suspected  members  of  transnational  criminal  organizations  in  Nogales,  Arizona.  Prior 
to  this  incident  there  were  several  other  occasions  in  which  gun  fire  was  exchanged  between 
Border  Patrol  Agents  and  members  of  transnational  criminal  organizations.^  In  August  2010  the 
University  of  Texas  at  El  Paso  was  struck  by  bullets  that  originated  in  Juarez,  Mexico.'*^ 
Spillover  violence  from  Mexico  is  occurring  but  by  using  a  narrowly  defined  term  the  United 
States  remains  ambivalent  as  to  what  actions  to  pursue  to  address  the  issue.  Given  the  presence 
of  transnational  criminal  organizations  in  over  230  cities  in  the  United  States  it  is  logical  to 
conclude  that  violence  is  increasing.  The  issue  is  the  narrow  definition  and  lack  of  specified 
data.  The  United  States  government  is  dependent  on  local  and  state  law  enforcement  agencies  to 
accurately  report  not  only  crimes  but  who  is  committing  the  crimes.  Unfortunately,  the  data  is 
only  as  good  as  what  is  entered  into  the  system  leading  to  the  potential  of  creating  a  false  image. 
Regardless,  it  is  a  reasonable  conclusion,  if  the  transnational  criminal  organizations  in  Mexico 
continue  to  grow  they  will  continue  spreading  throughout  the  United  States  and  violence  will 
increase  as  a  by-product  of  that  growth.  The  violence  may  not  meet  the  United  States  definition 
of  “significanf  ’  but  how  many  innocent  people  need  to  perish  before  the  violence  is  considered 
significant?  What  level  of  violence  is  unacceptable?  Spillover  violence  has  existed  since  the 
border  between  the  United  States  and  Mexico  was  established.  It  is  time  to  recognize  that 
spillover  violence  exists  and  has  already  reached  the  threshold  of  significant. 

Corruption  is  nothing  new  to  the  country  of  Mexico.  In  fact  it  is  quite  ubiquitous 
throughout  society.  A  study  completed  by  Global  Integrity,  a  nongovernmental  agency,  gave 
Mexico  an  overall  weak  rating,  versus  a  moderate  or  strong  rating  in  terms  of  its  susceptibility  to 
corruption.  In  1995,  the  Central  Intelligence  Agency  released  a  report  that  cast  a  shadow  upon 
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Carlos  Salinas  de  Gortari  the  former  President  of  Mexico.  The  report  suggests  that  as  President, 
Mr.  Salinas  had  possibly  participated  in  the  corrupt  activities  of  his  relatives  who  had  direct  ties 
to  transnational  criminal  organizations  in  Mexico. Though  no  charges  were  ever  filed,  the 
former  President  agreed  to  a  self  imposed  exile  to  Ireland  at  the  conclusion  of  his  Presidency.'^ 

In  1997,  General  Jesus  Gutierrez  Rebollo  the  head  of  Mexico’s  version  of  the  Drug  Enforcement 
Administration  was  fired  after  an  investigation  revealed  he  had  received  substantial  bribes  from 
the  different  transnational  criminal  organizations.'^  He  was  later  charged  and  sentenced  to  serve 

1  n 

approximately  forty  years  in  prison.  Corruption  continues  to  permeate  all  levels  of  Mexican 
governments  and  has  crossed  the  border  into  the  United  States  as  evidenced  in  the  arrest  and 
conviction  of  Martha  Garnica  a  former  U.S.  Border  Patrol  agent  who  pled  guilty  to  six  counts  of 
drug  smuggling,  human  trafficking  and  bribery.  Transnational  criminal  organizations  are  so 
adaptive  and  influential  that  they  now  employ  cold  war  era  spy  tactics  to  corrupt  United  States 
officials.'^  These  were  the  same  state  sponsored  tactics  used  to  corrupt  the  likes  of  Aldrich 
Ames,  one  of  the  most  notorious  spies  in  the  history  of  the  United  States.  With  a  300  percent 
increase  in  the  number  of  corruption  investigations  initiated  in  the  United  States  it  is  likely  that 
the  transnational  criminal  organizations  will  continue  to  target  and  corrupt  United  States 
government  officials.  However,  it  is  doubtful  the  transnational  criminal  organizations  will 
enjoy  the  same  level  of  corruption  in  the  United  States  as  in  Mexico,  but  what  level  is  deemed 
acceptable  by  United  States  authorities? 

The  United  States  economy  is  inextricably  linked  to  Mexico  in  terms  of  imports,  exports 
and  direct  foreign  investment.  The  United  States  consumes  approximately  eighty  percent  of 
Mexico’s  exports  which  represents  approximately  ten  percent  of  total  United  States  imports.^' 
Simultaneously,  about  14  percent  of  total  United  States  exports  are  sent  to  Mexico.  A 
disruption  to  Mexican  imports  or  United  States  exports  would  likely  result  in  higher  prices  being 
passed  to  consumers,  negatively  affecting  both  countries  gross  domestic  product.  Of  significant 
concern  is  Mexico’s  ability  to  continue  supplying  the  United  States  demand  for  crude  oil.^^  In 
2010,  approximately  10  percent  of  the  United  States  crude  oil  imports  originated  from  Mexico.^"' 
Disrupting  supply  would  have  a  traumatic  effect  on  the  price  of  gasoline  causing  the  prices  of 
other  commodities  to  rise  and  have  a  negative  effect  on  the  consumer  price  index.  Studies  show 
that  the  gross  domestic  product  contracts  when  energy  prices  rise  unexpectedly  and  history 
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shows  there  is  a  direct  correlation  between  the  rise  of  energy  prices  and  economic  recessions.  If 
the  existing  conditions  in  Mexico  are  allowed  to  persist,  Mexico  will  become  a  net  importer  of 
oil  in  the  next  ten  years  which  would  affect  the  United  States  but  in  reality  would  destroy  the 
Mexican  economy  as  oil  exports  represent  approximately  forty  percent  of  its  gross  national 
product.  Currently,  the  Mexican  Constitution  places  limitations  on  foreign  companies  investing 
in  the  Mexican  oil  industry,  but  if  recent  efforts  by  the  Calderon  administration  is  attempting  to 
change  this  dynamic.  If  the  Calderon  administration  is  successful,  Mexico  will  relax  the 
limitations  and  invite  foreign  investors  to  share  their  technology  and  the  cost  of  deep  water 
exploration.  It  is  likely  that  United  States  oil  companies  will  assist  the  Mexican  oil  industry  in 
exploiting  its  reserves.  Doing  so  increases  the  amount  of  money  invested  in  Mexico  by  the 
United  States.  The  United  States  is  Mexico’s  largest  foreign  direct  investment  partner,  equating 
to  over  1 1  billion  dollars.  The  risk  to  the  investors  is  real  as  evidenced  previously  when  Mexico 
nationalized  its  oil  industry  costing  foreign  direct  investors  an  unknown  sum  of  money.  If  the 
existing  conditions  continue  in  Mexico  the  negative  effects  could  be  devastating  to  United  States 
investors  and  indirectly  cause  significant  damage  to  the  United  States  economy. 

90 

The  impunity  rate  in  Mexico  is  approximately  99  percent.  Equating  to  a  mere  one 
conviction  out  of  every  100  crimes  committed  actually  resulting  in  a  sentencing.  This  is 
evidence  of  an  ineffective  justice  system  that  is  creating  an  environment  of  lawlessness.  By  their 
own  account  the  Mexican  government  acknowledges  the  existence  of  approximately  233  zones 
of  impunity,  which  are  areas  where  the  government  exercises  little  to  no  control  over  the 
population.  In  an  attempt  to  gain  the  upper  hand  in  restoring  order  throughout  the  country  the 
Calderon  administration  began  battling  corruption  within  the  government  while  simultaneously 
conducting  a  war  on  transnational  criminal  organizations.  One  of  the  initiatives  issued  by  the 
Calderon  administration  eliminated  3,200  federal  police  officers  who  were  suspected  of  having 
ties  with  the  numerous  drug  cartels  in  Mexico.  This  drastic  action  was  in  response  to  incidents 
like  the  one  that  occurred  in  Los  Ramones  and  General  Teran.  An  entire  police  force  in  Los 
Ramos  quit  after  they  suffered  a  well-coordinated  attack  on  their  headquarters.  In  General 
Teran  transnational  criminal  organizations  conducted  coordinated  attacks  on  officers  and 
eventually  captured  and  decapitated  two  police  officers  resulting  in  the  resignation  of  the  police 
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chief  and  all  the  offieers.^"^  Couple  these  attacks  with  a  targeted  assassination  of  the  aeting 
Federal  Poliee  Chief  Edgar  Gomez  and  the  Mayor  of  Santiago,  Edelmiro  Cavazos,  and  it  is 
logieal  to  eonelude  that  the  state  is  no  longer  the  ruling  authority.  Given  the  existing  eonditions 
in  Mexieo,  it  is  easy  to  understand  why  there  are  so  many  areas  where  transnational  eriminal 
organizations  exereise  more  authority  over  the  territory  than  the  Mexiean  offieials.  This 
permissive  environment  is  ripe  for  those  that  wish  to  do  Ameriea  harm  and  have  the  potential  to 
serve  as  staging  areas  for  future  attacks  within  the  United  States. 

John  Jay  and  Alexander  Hamilton  both  wrote  about  the  importance  of  trade  with  other 
nations  and  the  necessity  for  the  common  defense  of  America.  Mexico  is  a  substantial  trade 
partner  but  also  the  souree  of  a  threat  that  undermines  the  union.  Transnational  erime  direetly 
threatens  the  United  States  as  well  as  governanee  and  stability  in  foreign  eountries.  Over  the  last 
15  years,  transnational  erime  has  expanded  dramatieally  in  scale  and  seope.  The  eonvergenee 
of  transnational  crimes  sueh  as  the  arms  and  drug  trades,  linkages  between  terrorist  groups  and 
erime,  inereased  violenee  assoeiated  with  networks  of  human  traffiekers,  and  the  impaet  of 
eorruption  on  stability  in  eountries  where  transnational  eriminal  organizations  are  loeated,  pose 
partieularly  serious  risks  to  U.S.  interests  and  those  of  our  partners.  The  question  derived  from 
these  eireumstanees  is  one  of  strategy.  Whether  the  above  mentioned  threats  are  aeeurately 
portrayed  or  not  it  is  neeessary  to  develop  a  strategy  direeting  the  United  States’  national  powers 
towards  a  eommon  purpose.  The  strategy  eould  refleet  the  Wilsonian  doetrine  of  spreading 
demoeracy  or  a  Jacksonian  doctrine  of  isolationism.^^  The  inclination  to  choose  one  ideology 
over  the  other  is  really  a  matter  of  perspeetive.  Regardless,  even  George  Washington  reeognized 
the  need  to  engage  other  nations  on  some  level  in  order  to  advanee  eommeree."^*^  Given  this 
historieal  eontext  eoupled  with  intereonneetivity  of  today’s  global  eeonomy,  it  is  reasonable  to 
conclude  that  the  United  States  should  not  isolate  itself  from  Mexieo.  Therefore,  some  form  of 
strategy  must  help  eraft  the  eurrent  way  ahead  for  United  States  and  Mexiean  relations.  If  the 
Seeretary  of  State  of  the  United  States,  Hillary  Clinton,  and  the  Chairman  of  the  Joint  Chiefs  of 
Staff,  Admiral  Mullen  are  eorreet  in  their  strategie  assessment  that  the  National  Debt  poses  the 
greatest  threat  to  our  sovereignty,  then  the  policy  must  focus  in  a  way  that  maximizes  the  use  of 
the  United  States  national  powers."^^ 
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Though  some  would  disagree  the  United  States  does  not  have  a  strategy  for  Mexieo."^^ 

The  impetus  for  what  is  being  ealled  the  existing  strategy  was  the  Merida  Initiative. The 
Merida  initiative  is  a  seeurity  eooperation  agreement  between  the  United  States  and  the 
governments  of  Mexieo  and  Central  Ameriea."^"^  Essentially  the  agreement  stated  that  the  United 
States  would  provide  equipment  and  training  to  the  governments  of  Mexieo  and  Central  Ameriea 
to  support  the  defeat  of  transnational  eriminal  organizations."^^  To  eontinue  the  limited  sueeess  of 
the  Merida  initiative  the  former  United  States  Ambassador  to  Mexico,  Ambassador  Pascaul, 
created  the  Beyond  Merida  initiative."^^  This  is  touted  by  some  as  the  United  States  strategy  for 
Mexico,  but  in  fact  like  its  predecessor.  Beyond  Merida  is  not  a  strategy  but  a  plan.  It  is  true  that 
the  word  strategy  refers  to  a  plan  but  the  plan  should  be  directed  towards  accomplishing  a 
particular  goal.  In  the  case  of  foreign  relations  it  is  necessary  to  craft  a  version  of  what  Liddell 
Hart  calls  “grand  strategy”  which  means  directing  the  employment  of  all  national  powers 
towards  the  accomplishment  of  a  political  objective. The  strategy  the  ambassador  purported  is 
merely  a  list  of  objectives  meant  to  codify  the  new  initiatives  with  those  previously  stated  in 
Merida.  The  former  ambassador’s  strategy  or  plan  consists  of  four  distinct  objectives  which  are: 
disrupting  capacity  of  organized  crime  to  operate,  institutionalizing  capacity  to  sustain  rule  of 
law,  creating  a  2U*  century  border  and  building  strong  and  resilient  communities."^^  Given  the 
vagueness  of  these  objectives  it  is  possible  that  regardless  of  the  actions  taken  by  the  national 
powers  they  could  argue  they  are  in  support  of  the  purported  strategy  without  understanding  the 
ultimate  goal  they  are  striving  to  attain.  Worse  is  the  absence  of  an  actual  goal.  What  would  it 
mean  for  Mexico  or  the  United  States  if  the  stated  objectives  were  accomplished?  What 
conditions  would  exist  in  both  countries  if  they  were  successful  in  meeting  the  stated  objectives? 

“Strategy  without  tactics  is  the  slowest  route  to  victory.  Tactics  without  strategy  is  the 
noise  before  defeat.”"^^  Though  this  quotation  is  often  attributed  to  Sun  Tzu,  he  is  not  the  only 
theorist  that  asserts  strategy  is  the  foundation  of  achieving  success.  Both  Carl  von  Clausewitz 
and  Antoine-Henri,  Baron  Jomini  agreed  that  in  order  to  be  successful  it  is  necessary  to  craft  a 
strategy.^^  In  fact  the  Secretary  of  State  of  the  United  States  also  agrees  that  strategy  is  crucial  to 
success  as  stated  in  the  Quadrennial  Diplomacy  and  Development  Review.^^  In  the  review  the 
Secretary  stated  that  the  State  Department  “must  improve  our  own  strategy,  planning,  and 
evaluation  processes.”  Though  the  National  Security  Council  leads  the  interagency  and 
coordinates  policy,  in  the  field,  all  agencies  operate  under  the  authority  of  the  Chief  of  Mission 
who  is  the  U.S.  Ambassador  and  therefore  responsible  for  creating  the  strategy  in  which  all  other 
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agencies  emulate  to  achieve  success.  “For  the  Department  of  State  and  USAID  to  better  engage 
agency  counterparts  and  foster  greater  coherence,  we  must  adopt  new  attitudes  and  new  ways  of 
doing  business.  We  must  actively  engage  other  agencies  in  strategy  development  and  planning, 
in  addition  to  policy  implementation.”^'^ 

Organizations  fail  because  they  do  not  articulate  a  strategy  that  purports  a  purpose  which 
ties  their  actions  to  an  overall  strategic  purpose.  The  State  Department’s  mission  is  to  “Advance 
freedom  for  the  benefit  of  the  American  people  and  the  international  community  by  helping  to 
build  and  sustain  a  more  democratic,  secure,  and  prosperous  world  composed  of  well-governed 
states  that  respond  to  the  needs  of  their  people,  reduce  widespread  poverty,  and  act  responsibly 
within  the  international  system.  If  the  United  States  wants  to  succeed  then  it  must  create  a 
strategic  purpose  for  using  its  national  powers  to  defeat  transnational  criminal  organizations  and 
help  to  improve  the  existing  conditions  in  Mexico. 

Mr.  Johnny  Lairsey  is  DA  Civilian  serving  as  a  Plans  Specialist  at  US  Army  North,  the  Army 
Service  Component  Command  to  US  Northern  Command  and  is  a  recent  graduate  of  the  School 
of  Advanced  Military  Studies.  He  has  over  five  years  of  experience  as  a  plans  specialist  in  an 
operational  headquarters  and  has  extensive  experience  working  with  other  US  Government 
agencies.  The  views  expressed  in  this  report  are  those  of  the  author  and  do  not  necessarily 
reflect  the  official  policy  or  position  of  the  Department  of  the  Army,  the  Department  of  Defense, 
or  the  U.S.  Government. 
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